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Egypt has a civilizational history that stretches back far beyond most historical traditions;
its rich culture has been preserved throughout the ages and the study of that culture has led to
many debates among scholars. After the battle of Actium (31 BCE) where Octavian defeated the
alliance of Mark Antony and Cleopatra VII, Egypt fell to Roman imperial influence and control.
The principate was established under Octavian who became Augustus Caesar, and a period of
supposed romanization began. Much changed during the transition period and the integration of
Egypt into the Roman principate. The changes ranged from political concepts of citizenship1 to
the mundane household works of weaving cotton instead of linen.2 The changes seemed from the
outside to have influenced almost all levels of Egyptian life. Scholars in the past have used the
changes in Egyptian legal and political structure to argue that Egypt’s culture and the cultures of
the Roman empire changed a great deal through the processes of romanization and creolization;
the purpose of this paper however is to establish a more nuanced understanding of Roman Egypt.
Many changes did take place under Roman control, but the changes were not as widespread as
previously thought and those changes were not forced upon the local populations.
To start, it is important to define the terms that will be prominent throughout this paper
and outline their origins. Establishing a firm understanding of the definition of these terms will
help to understand the context and importance of the analysis that is to follow. Romanization is
an important term, and one that has seen much scholarly work; romanization refers primarily to
the process of assimilation of a province into the Roman sphere of influence. Some have
compared it to acculturation, stating that it is simply another word for it.3 While I agree with the
statement, the term has seen a change in use, as scholars have shifted to a new term. Previously
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the term romanization implied a great imbalance of power between the “civilized Romans” and
the province that they were subjugating. Though examples do exist of Greeks embracing Roman
tradition and becoming Roman citizens, that was not the norm. Post-colonial scholarship has
seen issues with the term romanization and its definition because it places favoritism on the
colonizing or imperial culture and often overlooks the local cultures that came into contact with
the empire.4 Scholars before the post-colonial transition viewed romanization as a top-down
phenomenon when in fact the opposite took place; change must take place at the local level first
as citizens must be willing to make the change.5 The classic view of romanization is represented
best by Naphtali Lewis in “The Romanity of Roman Egypt: a growing consensus.” Lewis’
central thesis from 1984 was that the romanization of Egypt was far more substantial than the
Hellenistic continuities. Essentially, he argued that Egypt had changed a drastic amount and
claimed that Roman Egypt was not a unique province in how it was governed or organized.
Lewis states that the usual patterns of Roman administration were present with a Roman
governor and civilian bureaucracy.6 Lewis’ sources were papyrological and scholarly, relying
heavily on the analysis of papyrological evidence by other renowned scholars. Lewis cites H.J
Wolff, M.G Raschke and others, with the majority of the secondary sources being from
papyrologists like Lewis. Papyri is a useful source, but to rely entirely on papyri leaves
numerous holes in one’s research and Lewis’ analysis does little to account for additional
sources.
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Additionally, the term papyri refers to written artifacts that do not all use papyrus as the
material but are found all over the Near East. Egypt is where the majority of the documents are
found, and these documents vary in their creation and purpose; some were deeds for divorce or
marriage contracts while others were contracts for products or services. Importantly however
these sources tend to interact with the political or legal structure in some way and are limited in
their perspectives as not everyone was literate. Papyrology is useful for understanding Egypt but
there is a lot that papyri alone cannot tell us. Furthermore, the papyri that we have today are
often excavated within an urban context, meaning that papyrological evidence does not account
for those living in rural regions of Egypt.
Lewis’ narrow approach created a well detailed account of political changes within the
province but did little to analyze the province as a whole. Most of the evidence used is from legal
documents and Roman texts and is often far too focused on the urban aspects of romanization.
Lewis claims that much changed in the province while also acknowledging the small amount of
change in the everyday life of the traditional village or farmers who farm along the Nile.7 A
scholar who challenged Lewis was Dominic Rathbone. In 2013 Rathbone outlined the postcolonial perspective in “The Romanity of Roman Egypt: a faltering consensus.” Rathbone sought
an alternative to romanization and instead focused more on the bottom-up process of
creolization. Rathbone discusses the changes within society as chosen by the citizens, saying that
the population picks and chooses what cultural elements to adopt and what elements to retain.8
Rathbone, along with Livia Capponi, Andrew Monson, Dieter Hagerdorn, Rudolf Haensch, and
Andrea Jördens all helped to establish the new consensus surrounding Roman Egypt. The new
consensus claims that many Hellenistic continuities existed within Roman Egypt and that instead
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of Roman culture replacing the existing culture, the cultures blended through a process called
creolization.
The term creolization9 will be prevalent throughout the paper. Creolization is a term
employed by Jane Webster in 2001 in her article, “Creolizing the Roman Provinces.”10
Creolization describes a process by which two or more cultures blend and merge, blurring the
lines between the different traditions. The term originates within fields of Caribbean and North
and South American archaeology and is an important concept in post-colonial scholarship.
Dominic Rathbone describes creolization as a bottom-up process of “local willingness to adapt to
Roman norms, or rather to cherry-pick the features they liked, and to blend them with new local
developments to create a distinct provincial culture…”11 The term creolization affords the people
of the provinces far more agency as they can pick and choose what traditions to keep and what
new aspects of culture to accept. The blend that is created through the process is a combination
of elements and is not a total assimilation and erasure of one culture in favor of another.
Creolization respects the cultures that Rome came into contact with, far more than the term
romanization, and highlights the complex reality of Roman imperialism.
Culture is an important part of any society and will be important throughout, but it can be
hard to quantify. For this argument, Egyptian culture will be defined as Egyptian language,
scripts such as hieroglyphics and demotic, along with indigenous religious practices and
festivals, and way of life.12 Greek culture and Roman culture will refer to changes or additions to
Egyptian culture that were brought during the Hellenistic or Roman periods of annexation.
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However, with the blending of Greek and Egyptian culture that existed before Roman Egypt, it
can sometimes be difficult to distinguish between what was Greek or Egyptian. Furthermore, the
term romanity will be used when describing the cultural and civilizational aspects of Roman life,
defining what it means to be Roman, either as a citizen or as someone who adopts the Roman
way of life.
Historical Background
The process of romanization and creolization is a complex one, and one that involves
numerous variables, making it hard to determine the extent and the nature of changes. Before the
Romans ever made it to Egypt, the Macedonian/Greek king Alexander the Great conquered
Egypt from the Persians. After Egypt was conquered, Greek culture and influence rose, changing
Egypt under the rule of Ptolemy I of Egypt and his successors. The period following Alexander’s
conquest is commonly known as the Hellenistic period, a period that lasted from 323 BCE to
30BCE. Egypt changed a great deal under Macedonian influence, but the changes were not
wholistic and Egyptian culture remained. Egypt was very diverse, with multiple cultures,
languages, and practices; Egyptian language remained the main language of the masses under
Ptolemy.13 Furthermore, the traditional powers of Egyptian society such as the priests still
retained much of their power, playing a large role in the passing of the Canopus Decree.14 The
decree honored the death of Ptolemy III’s daughter and was important for deciphering the
hieroglyphic and Demotic scripts. The decree was written in hieroglyphic, demotic, and Greek,
providing a useful tool for scholars. The priests’ influence on the decree is important because it
indicates a continuation of their religious and traditional authority, a continuation that is
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reinforced by the text itself which outlines donations to different temples from the king.15 The
decree also refers to the royal family of Egypt as “the Benevolent Gods and their children,”16
indicating a deified status for the Ptolemies of Egypt, a status that is prominent in Egypt before
the conquests of Alexander. The continuation of Egyptian culture also persisted in more violent
ways, taking the form of resistance to foreign occupation. Resistance to foreign rule was
common and in 206 BCE rebels held much of upper Egypt.17 While the rebellion in 206 BCE
was eventually put down by Ptolemy V, it highlights an extensive and long-lasting conflict and
resistance to Macedonian occupation and rule.
Egypt came under the control of Rome after the conflict that resulted from the second
triumvirate. Octavian fought in a bloody civil war against Mark Antony and Lepidus to become
the one and only leader of Rome. After the Battle of Actium (31 BCE), against Mark Antony and
Cleopatra VII, Octavian occupied Egypt and became emperor of the new Roman principate. This
occupation began the period of Roman Egypt where Rome began to try and assimilate Egypt into
the empire. This was a time of great change, a change that existed on a macro and micro scale.
Rome was now the only major power in the Mediterranean and the Roman republic was no more
as Octavian became the first emperor, Augustus Caesar. Furthermore, Augustus’ policies
impacted the lives of those who lived within the newly birthed empire. The period that will be
analyzed will primarily encompass the first two centuries of Roman Egypt and focus on the
developments within that period. The first two centuries were formative in the establishment of
Egypt as a Roman province and cemented the province’s status and role within the empire itself.
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The resistance to foreign rule during the Hellenistic period as a successor kingdom to
Alexander’s empire is important for setting the stage for Roman imperialism. The long standing
creolized Egyptian and Hellenic culture and identity soon met Rome as well. The question
remains, however, did the resistance to foreign rule continue into the Roman period? And would
the creolization persist into the Roman period? The answer to this question is complex, but by
the end, I hope to have supported the theory of complex creolization within Egyptian, Greek, and
Roman culture that created a new Egyptian identity that borrowed elements from each. The new
culture of Egypt was a culture that existed within a Roman legal and political system, but the
lives of average Egyptians did not come to change as drastically. Previous scholars have argued
that the culture of Egypt was practically erased, but the post-colonial perspective acknowledges
that change was not at the command of an empire but instead happened because of the interests
of its citizens.
The Roman Provinces
Roman rule within Egypt looked different than most other provinces within the empire,
even if debates have challenged the extent to which Egypt differed in terms of Roman policy.18
Numerous substantial differences remained when contrasting Egypt and other provinces. Egypt
was administered by a prefect, which differed from other provinces within the empire, and the
prefect was accountable exclusively to the emperor.19 The fact that the emperor himself was so
involved in the supervision of Egypt displays distinct importance for the province. Egypt’s role
within the empire was that of a granary and the region provided about one-third of the annual
grain supply for the city of Rome.20 The rich agricultural tradition within Egypt proved to be
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invaluable for the Roman empire and therefore the administration of the province took a far more
practical appearance. Rome also relied heavily on the local elites to govern the province and the
nomes21 (administrative districts). The local elites oversaw the different administrative districts
and helped to govern the vast province and enforce Roman laws and taxes. Egypt’s status was
also reinforced by the fact that Roman senators and prominent elites within Rome were not
allowed within the province without imperial permission.22 Economically the province had a
closed currency system which was based on the Alexandrian silver tetradrachm and was made
compatible with the denarius standard. Taxes within the province were also introduced as a
regular charge was implemented, taking about half the yield along with rents that varied
depending on the flooding of the Nile River.23 Roman rule within Egypt looked different than
that of other provinces, but it did still have many similar themes and relied heavily on the local
elite to aid in governing. Egypt itself already had an existing tradition that was dictated by the
floods of the Nile and changing that cycle would have been impossible. As a result, Romans did
not attempt the change and used the existing traditions and infrastructure to their advantage.
Romans relied heavily on urban centers within the empire. Urban infrastructure yielded
many advantages for the Roman imperial system and is reinforced through the mythology of
Rome’s founding.24 Cicero viewed urbanism as important and a step forward towards civilization
and away from savagery. To many Romans, Cicero included, urbanism was a development
beyond barbarism and country living, as those country dwellings lacked social institutions such
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as law, religion, and marriage.25 While this was not entirely true as societies that lacked urban
centers still practiced law, religion, and marriage, the perception is important when
understanding the Roman approach to romanization. The creation of urban centers was important
to Romans because those urban centers acted as hubs to disseminate, law, religion and collect
taxes. Urban centers were already present within the Greek societies of Egypt, but this approach
existed even in Britannia and the annexation of the British Isles. Roman Britain in particular did
not see much urbanization despite the efforts of the Principate as British elites accepted Roman
titles and offices, while keeping to their roots and basic traditions.26 Urbanization was not
necessarily done to help civilize the indigenous populations of the provinces, even if some
Romans may make that claim. The act of creating urban centers in Britain was done for purely
practical reasons. Urban centers are useful in exerting power and influence over a region as they
allow for the spread of Roman laws and authority; city councils were used to carry out Roman
governance within the province and military bases protected against uprisings. In Egypt, the
existing Greek city councils were used to oversee and run the province, much like the elites in
Britain.
The urban ideals of Rome also influenced their perceptions of others. As mentioned
previously, Romans tended to view other populations as barbaric or as wild and threatening
races.27 To Roman authors, the more barbarous one's living was, the fewer urban trappings that
society displayed.28 This perspective is why Romans tended to view Greeks as civilized, even if
many still believed that Romans were superior. Basic respect was established between Romans
and Greeks and that respect extended to Egypt as well. In Egypt, this urbanization was already

25

Louise Revell, Roman Imperialism and Local Identities. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009.) 45.
Rathbone, “The Romanity of Roman Egypt A Faltering Consensus?”, 90.
27
Vasaly, Representations: Images of the World in Ciceronian Oratory, 194.
28
Revell. Roman Imperialism and Local Identities, 45.
26

10
present, as temples were re-used at places like Hermopolis. Hermopolis is especially interesting
because the city itself existed before the Roman occupation, just under a different name. Existing
temples that were dedicated to Ramses II were changed, dedicating them instead to Nero.29 The
reuse of temples indicates an existing urban environment that pre-dated Roman arrival to Egypt.
Another city that was built upon in the Roman occupation of Egypt was Alexandria which was
founded in 331 BCE and was planned by Alexander and Deinokrates of Rhodos.30 Alexandria
was the most important city in Egypt, it was strategically placed and connected the Nile to the
Mediterranean. It’s location allowed for the transportation of goods to and from Egypt
throughout the Mediterranean.31 The many temples, the Pharos lighthouse, and the architecture
of the city created a vibrant community that even saw a fair share of wealthy Roman tourists.
The urbanism of Greek and Roman culture was on full display in Alexandria but was aided by
the pre-existing urban centers. Places like Memphis and Thebes were large cities even before the
arrival of Alexander.
The Roman Empire included many other provinces as it stretched across much of Europe
and north Africa. Britain, which differed a great deal from Egypt, also displayed the importance
of urban centers. When the Romans arrived in Britain, they would have seen what to them would
be a culture of savages, without cities or large roads. The lack of urban trapping caused may
have caused Romans to look down on the locals. As Rome spread its influence throughout
Britain, building eight thousand miles of roads within the first sixty years they were there, its
authority and influence grew along with its urban footprint.32 With the new roads, towns began
to appear on junctions, and buildings were constructed in Roman styles and streets were built in
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grids.33 The changes that Britain experienced helped to develop urban centers, creating Roman
cities and towns as an attempt to extend Roman influence throughout the province. Additionally,
new military hubs and camps helped to present a strong military presence within the province
which would have likely helped to put down any rebellion or exert force where necessary. The
Egyptian province does differ in significant ways, but there are some similarities. First is that
Roman influence was spread from urban centers. In Britain they were newly created but in Egypt
were transitioned and changed. Secondly, the average countryside dwelling person did not see a
significant change in their daily lives; the changes experienced in the countryside of Britain saw
a far more gradual change.34 Just as in Egypt, some resisted the changes that were brought about
by the Roman occupation, as many retained their old ways despite receiving Roman titles.35
Egypt was a very different province from the others within the empire; it was at the
center of Mediterranean politics, tourism, and trade, and it had existing structures that Romans
could take advantage of. The importance of the Egyptian province did not impact the structure of
Roman imperialism as much as previously thought, however. Egypt was unique in the Roman
context for its strategic and economic importance but was operated very similarly to other parts
of the empire, at least with regard to its economic systems.36 The ways that Roman Egypt varied
the most from other provinces was its perception and how Romans viewed the province; aided
by Greek culture, the Romans viewed Egypt as a civilized land even before being assimilated
into the Roman empire.
Changes and Continuities
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During the Roman annexation of Egypt, Egypt experienced widespread political and
economic changes as the shift was made from Greek to Roman rule. However, some similarities
remained, especially concerning taxation. The Roman taxation of Egypt was similar to that of the
Ptolemies, having both direct and indirect forms of taxation. This, along with the modification of
the Alexandrian silver tetradrachm (silver coin) to fit in with the denarius standard meant that the
economic organization of Egypt looked quite similar to the Hellenistic tradition.37 The
similarities are not however unique to Egypt, and it is important to note that the economic system
in Egypt was similar to those in Sicily and other eastern provinces.38 Different classes of
citizenship were created to distinguish between Greeks, Egyptians, and Romans, creating
different taxes. The creation of different citizenship classes means that for an Egyptian to
become Roman, they had to actively buy into the Roman system. Not only that, but someone
who wished to become Roman would have to face numerous barriers that were deliberately
placed to make a change in citizenship more difficult. The option to adopt romanity meant that
no Egyptian or Greek citizen was forced to become Roman, and, in many cases, they were
encouraged not to become Roman. To become Roman would mean paying less in taxes which
Romans did not see as advantageous. As well, the Greek language would continue to be used for
legal documents and official statements within the province. Greek was used in marriage
contracts39 and adoption papers,40 among other documents and for centuries after Roman
annexation. Greek remained the primary administrative language of Egypt up until the Muslim
expansion into the province. The Roman governance of the province is indicative of a practical
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system, one that avoids friction where necessary and relies on existing structures. This is
important for the continuities of Hellenistic Egypt and indicates a similar approach to
governance that can be seen in other provinces.
Language is an important part of one's culture and the Egyptian language remained in use
throughout the Ptolemaic period and into the Roman period. Hieroglyphic writing was still used
along with Greek and Latin at places like Philae where a stela was erected with all three scripts
used.41 Demotic, a script for the Egyptian language, was also used during the early Roman period
before dying off despite still being seen in graffiti as late as the mid-fifth century.42 Egyptian
language continued throughout the early Roman period and displayed a strong continuity of
Egyptian life. Languages are a core facet of one’s cultural identity and the continuation of
Egyptian spoken, and written language suggests the resilience of Egyptian culture; The Egyptian
language had persisted throughout the introduction of both Greek and Roman influence.
Language also differed a great deal depending on social class and location as Greek was often
the language of the bureaucracy despite the introduction of Latin into Egypt. Greek was
prominent in urban areas and shows up in numerous important documents and at numerous
different sites.43 The continuation of the Egyptian and Greek languages are important because
though some may have learned Latin or even Greek, many still held firm to their traditions and
spoke Egyptian at home. Furthermore, it indicates a lack of interest in the Roman view of
changing the languages spoken, instead adapting to what is easiest for the citizens in Egypt to
understand.
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The Roman annexation of Egypt took place during a period of plasticity within the
Roman system. Between the years of 28 and 19 BCE, the Roman system was in transition from
the Republic to the Principate, which makes claims about what is normal Roman governance
difficult because what was normal for the Principate had not yet been established.44 Shortly after
Augustus came to control Egypt, changes were made and some of the changes seemed to have
been influenced by the Ptolemaic tradition. For example, the position of Imperial prosecutor may
have been modeled off the Ptolemaic Idioslogos, and the tradition of gift-estates began in Egypt
but quickly spread to other provinces within the Principate.45 The Principate was in its early
stages and its annexation of Egypt led to further developments throughout the empire, displaying
the influence that Ptolemaic Egypt had on Rome as a whole. Rome did however introduce its
own systems, including taxes and legal structure. One example of newly implemented taxes was
Augustus’s introduction of an annual poll tax which caused a revolt in Upper Egypt.46 The
prefect’s role in Egypt was important for the emperor’s influence on the province and was
indicative of the province’s importance and influence within the empire as a whole. As
mentioned earlier, the prefect answered exclusively to the emperor, highlighting the importance
of the province.
Further changes within Egypt revolved around citizenship, which created distinctions
between individuals and divided these groups into social classes as ethnicity was used to create
insiders and outsiders for both Greek and Roman culture.47 Greek (Greek citizen refers to
residents of so-called Greek cities) and Roman citizens paid reduced taxes and were afforded
clear advantages. Egyptian citizens did not have any social or legal privileges, they could not
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join the army, and could not enter Greek institutions such as the gymnasium.48 By creating a
lesser class of citizens, they further reinforced the differences in identity that existed within the
province, causing issues with the idea of romanization. As stated previously, romanization is a
process is a top-down phenomenon, but that perspective is flawed when Egyptians refuse to
conform. Additionally, Romans themselves displayed only selective efforts at romanization.
Efforts to “naturalize Roman values were aimed by one elite (in Rome) at another (in the
provinces).”49 Attempts to Romanize the provinces were not done with the masses in mind, but
instead were targeted at the elites, and in Egypt, that meant predominantly Greek and
Alexandrian citizens. The creation of social classes based on ethnicity would only come to
further the divides between different citizens and make the process of romanization more
difficult. As a result of the different status that Egyptians held, the term “acquired connotations
of administrative, fiscal, and cultural inferiority.”50 A connotation that was very much by design
and perpetuates and reinforces the Roman idea of Humanitas (“civilization”), where Romans
believed that Imperialism was a civilizing mission.51 The development of different classes
exploited the indigenous population while benefiting the Roman system. The distinctions in
citizenship were likely implemented for the simple purpose of additional income. Support for the
exploitative system was also generated by Roman writers in other parts of the empire; expressing
their ideals of Rome’s civilizing mission.
Many Romans viewed foreign cultures and peoples as lesser, often using insulting
descriptions of societies to create an image of Roman superiority. One of the largest separations
was ethnicity and prejudice towards those minorities, “no Roman orator ever came to grief
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overestimating his audience's prejudices towards ethnic minorities.”52 The Roman views of the
provincials are important to take into account when analyzing the annexation of a province. The
perception of Egyptians however may have been different than other cultures that Rome had
encountered. When compared to the Gallic peoples or the Carthaginians, Egypt seemed in the
past to receive more respect from the Roman people. Egyptian-Roman relations went back to
Ptolemy II when a form of official friendship was established (273 BCE).53 Romans came to like
Egypt, traveling there as tourists and enjoying the hospitality of the Ptolemies, but Romans did
see fault in Egypt. Scipio Aemilianus was involved in an embassy (140/139 BCE) and reported
back, revealing his own opinions about Egypt, arguing that all Egypt needed was a ruler worthy
of it.54 The stance towards Egypt seemed to differ greatly compared to other places, with Cicero
creating an image of the Gallic peoples as a “wild and threatening race.”55 The differences are
stark and may have influenced how Rome operated the province. Furthermore, Egypt does have
a fairly unique population as both Greeks and Egyptians were living within Egypt. The
prejudices towards the provincial populations differed depending on the ethnicity of the citizen,
Egyptians (not Greek Egyptians) were viewed as lesser even despite the rich history and legacy
of Egypt; a rich history that many Romans would have been aware of.
Ever since Alexander the Great’s conquest, Greeks had moved to Egypt and other Eastern
provinces, establishing their own kingdoms and government structures. The Greek leadership of
Egypt meant that urban centers were created such as Alexandria (named after Alexander) and
existing cities were changed into more Greek cities. The expansion of the urban centers within
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Egypt helped to create an idea of a civilized Egypt within the eyes of the Romans. The urban
orientation of Egypt was in sharp contrast to the predominantly rural economies of Britain, Gaul
or Iberia.56 Greeks were considered by many Romans to be far more civilized than other
populations which likely justified the distinctions in citizenship, distinctions that afforded Greek
citizens more rights and privileges than their Egyptian counterparts.57 The Egyptians were often
looked down upon and suffered from damaging stereotypes that were based on their ethnicity.58
These stereotypes helped to cement the inferiority of the Egyptian citizens within the Roman
system. The reasoning for these stereotypes could be connected with the idea of Humanitas, but
it can also be interpreted in a far simpler explanation. The increased taxes on Egyptians and the
distinctions of citizenship may have proved as a useful tool in ensuring additional taxes and
fiscal gains.59 While many Romans may have spread grand ideas of civilizing barbarians, it may
have been a justification for the increased economic exploitation of those populations within the
provinces that were deemed barbaric.
The way of life within Roman Egypt was dictated long before the arrival of Rome by the
seasonal flood of the Nile and instead of attempting to change that process, the Julian calendar
accommodated it.60 The smaller towns and rural areas saw little change between the Greek and
Roman periods of Egypt. The continued use of the Greek language indicates a practical
challenge that had to be considered by the Romans. Romans relied on a lot of existing
government infrastructure and the local populations and so instead of forcing the entire Greek
population to learn Latin, they made Greek the primary language of governance within Egypt.
56
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Though Romans held the position of prefect and other higher-ranking positions within the
province, Ptolemaic-style officials administered the Nomes (administrative districts) along with
other lesser posts.61 Greek is the dominant language within the Papyrological evidence and that
is entirely by design as it made it easier for Rome to communicate to the populace of Egypt. Just
as the Romans chose the path of least resistance when adopting the Egyptian calendar, they too
chose the easy path in language.
The continuities of Egyptian and Greek languages, urbanism, and way of life are
indicative of a complex society that blends the three traditions together. The blend of culture
calls into question what a Roman was at this time, especially considering the vast differences
within the empire alone. Romans relied heavily on the local elites, meaning that for the
provincial government to function, the local elites had to buy into the system.62 Without the
support of local elites Romans would have no hope to control the vast amount of territory that
they held. With these limitations a concerted effort to Romanize the provinces seems illogical as
to do so would risk disrupting the systems that they relied upon. Romans instead viewed their
governance through far more pragmatic terms, caring far more about economic exploitation than
cultural change. This approach cemented the creolization of Roman Egypt as Egyptians and
Greeks were perhaps pressured into adopting more Roman lifestyles through the privileges
afforded by citizenship, but not forced to become Roman. Romans used existing power
structures within Egypt to solidify their influence, rather than creating an entirely new ruling
elite.
As we continue to analyze Egypt, it is important to remember that Egypt was not entirely
a monolith, Roman imperialism spread far and wide, encompassing a huge amount of territory in
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the empire. With the annexation of new territories, Romans came into contact with a myriad of
different cultures and ways of life, each of which contributed to the creolization of cultures. The
Roman model of annexation was not entirely unique to Egypt. The Roman model of annexation
was heavily focused on establishing an urban elite. The urban elite was used so that “through
whom and with whom they could rule and exploit the native population.”63 To establish the
urban elite, Romans supported the education of Greek citizens in a Graeco-Roman style of
education, one that used the gymnasium for Greek elites who would later become the local
elites.64 The creation of urban elites was something that Romans repeated in other eastern
provinces as they attempted to expand their authority within the provinces, but each province
posed a different challenge to the coming Roman rule.
Archaeology
Written sources such as the numerous volumes of papyri have been instrumental in the
formation of our current picture of Roman Egypt. The study of papyri cannot reveal the totality
of the province and other sources are necessary to fill in the gaps. Archaeology has been one of
the most useful sources of information regarding the changes to Roman Egypt. Social archeology
has also been an important tool in decolonizing Roman history, focusing far more on the
mundane than the grand structures. The structures that a civilization builds and the material
objects that they leave behind are vital for understanding and developing an image of the past.
Rome exercised a large influence through architecture and urban development. Town squares
were central hubs for trade and business, the temples were places of worship, and the civic
basilicas were centers of legal authority. Roman Egypt relied on centrally planned cities to
influence the populations, creating spaces for citizens to interact with one another. Importantly,
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these urban centers were left behind and are being excavated as archaeologists seek to uncover
what untold stories lie beneath the sand. For example at the site of Marina el-Almein, a Polish
team uncovered several tombs and temples along with the city center and the civic basilica.65
These finds display the architecture and buildings of a Greek and Roman town, one that
transitioned from Greek to Roman. Importantly, the findings continue to indicate urban centers
which outline the focus of changes within Roman Egypt. Another important site for excavation
and study has been Alexandria, which also saw the excavation of cultural sites as three small
auditoriums were excavated in 1987.66 Further excavation also revealed several classrooms of
what is thought to be a part of the University of Alexandria.67 The excavations reveal a continued
Greek influence in the architecture and artifacts discovered in Egypt and Alexandria in
particular; of the buildings excavated the classrooms were Greek and the theater Roman,
displaying the differences present within urban environments.
The architecture and construction of buildings, be they temples, baths or theaters is
representative of government commissioned projects. The existing structures can clue
archaeologists in to how the Romans attempted to influence the local population or appease the
local population. Romans attempted to use temples to help to cement their authority. Depictions
in temple reliefs of Roman emperors making offerings to Egyptian gods68 show a tolerance or
exploitation of the existing religious traditions. One example of these reliefs is at the Temple of
Hathor in Dendera, where Trajan is depicted presenting offerings to Egyptian gods.69 Creation of

65

Roger S. Bagnall and Paola Davoli, “Archaeological Work on Hellenistic and Roman Egypt, 2000–2009”
American Journal of Archaeology 115, no. 1, (2011) 108.
66
Bagnall and Davoli. “Archaeological Work on Hellenistic and Roman Egypt, 2000–2009”, 103.
67
Bagnall and Davoli. “Archaeological Work on Hellenistic and Roman Egypt, 2000–2009”, 106.
68 Roger S. Bagnall “Twilight of the Temples”, In Roman Egypt: A History, ed. Roger S. Bagnall (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2021), 145
69 Philip Stadter, Luc Van der Strockt, Sage and Emperor: Plutarch, Greek Intellectuals, and Roman Power in the
Time of Trajan (98-117 A.D.) (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2002), 76

21
temples and reliefs that depict Roman emperors, Roman gods and Egyptian gods were common
as the imperial cult was introduced in Egypt.70 The existence of these temples displays some
changes that did take place within Roman Egypt as Roman architectural works appeared in the
province. While these Graeco-Roman buildings did influence the society around them, they do
not suggest total romanization. Instead of romanization, the temples depict both Roman and
Egyptian gods, along with the emperors of Rome who were often depicted in a similar manner to
the Pharaohs who came before.71 Temples were a way that Romans impacted the urban centers
and spread their influence and authority, while allowing the continued worship of the traditional
Egyptian gods. These temples are excellent examples of creolization, displaying a blend of the
cultures.
Religion in Egypt experienced creolization as changes to religious practice emerged
within the home and on a provincial scale. Temples and priesthoods in the time of the Ptolemies
were considered vital, so important that the Ptolemies attempted to co-opt them in an effort to
help legitimize their authority.72 Many scholars have held the stance that Rome did not support
the temples in the same way as the Greeks, but modern scholarship has shifted and called into
question the interpretations of the textual evidence.73 The priesthood of Egypt was a deeply
ingrained part of life, long before the arrival of even the Greeks. The idea that stripping the
temples from the indigenous Egyptians does not seem to match up with the pragmatic nature of
Roman rule. The evidence even suggests the opposite to be true, as the Romans too saw the
importance of the temples and even used priests in the creation of elites within Egypt.74 The use
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of religion and temples would have been vital in the maintenance of the existing status quo and
smoothing the transition from Greek to Roman rule. As with any society, religion was a major
part of a citizen’s identity and any drastic changes to that system or belief would risk violent
retribution. The Roman rule of Egypt viewed governance in very pragmatic terms and the risks
inherent in altering the temples and religion of Egypt were not worthwhile or even in the interest
of the principate.
Another piece of archaeological evidence to analyze is graffito that are found on many
different monuments and structures. The graffito found is important because it is found in
multiple different languages such as Greek, Latin, Demotic, and Coptic. Graffito was discovered
in Thebes and all over Egypt.75 Graffito differs from the temples and monuments because
graffito was not commissioned or approved by the Roman government. Furthermore,
hieroglyphic graffito was also discovered and dated far into the Roman period, indicating the
persistence of the language.76 The footprint left behind in Egypt indicates a continuation and
iteration of what was already there before as buildings were built on top of buildings. This is
evident in Hermopolis where several temple blocks were found reused under the floor of a fifthcentury church, floors that came from temples to Ramses II and Nero.77 The iteration and re-use
of these floors of the temples suggest that the buildings created by the Romans were built on top
of Greek and Egyptian buildings. The fact that these buildings were not new constructions
indicates a continuation of Hellenistic and even Egyptian urban traditions. Places like
Oxyrhynchus (modern el-Bahnasa), are also important as an example of a Roman city as it was
like other cities in the Roman Mediterranean.78
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Archaeology is a very useful tool for expanding the view of Roman Egypt, but it is
important to not fall into the same limitations of written sources which tend to focus on more
educated and urban populations. To see the whole story with regards to Roman Egypt, it is
important to not pass over the mundane and instead to analyze it to the best of our ability. “The
real essence of an age is better revealed among trivial and commonplace things than among
prominent monuments and great leaders.”79 Anna. L Boozer has attempted to create a social
archaeology that focused on the everyday citizens instead of the prominent historical figures that
often overshadow the others. Ordinary people can be a force in history, instead of an object as
they work through a collective to enact change or to accomplish something greater than one
individual.80 Social archaeology is a complex and subjective form of archaeology that focuses far
more on the mundane. The methodology involved in social archaeology is complex and the
process starts with the excavation of artifacts. After excavating an artifact, an archaeologist will
search for clues to determine what the purpose of the artifact was. Good archaeological teams
will be meticulous when analyzing the context that the artifacts were found, attempting to
determine their importance. Artifacts can be analyzed based on how deep they are, what other
artifacts are nearby, what structures are nearby, what material they are made of and so much
more. Social archaeology involves households rather than palaces and shrines rather than
temples. The result of a narrower archaeology is that a more representative picture can be created
of what everyday life was like in the cities, the towns, the villages and all other places that
artifacts are found.
Numerous artifacts can be analyzed when making a social archaeology and each one can
tell archaeologists different and unique stories. Mummification in Egypt was a long-standing
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tradition that far pre-dated the arrival of Rome. Animal mummies, such as the one shown in
figure 1, continued to be made during the Roman period (figure 1). 81 The mummy is that of an
ibis, which is a bird in Egypt, and the fact that it was mummified displays a continuation of
mummification into the Roman period and a continuation of the ibis’ importance to the Egyptian
culture (important for its relation to the god Thoth). The fact that this artifact was produced
during the Roman period suggests a continuation of traditional burial practices and spiritual and
religious beliefs. Further evidence of creolization can also be seen in the portrait of a youth that
was placed on a mummy (Figure 2). 82 The art style of the portrait looks to be Roman, but the
portrait is placed on an Egyptian mummy. The mummification practices of Egypt continued
during the Roman period and even incorporated a Roman style of art. The mummification of
humans during the Roman period is important because of the continuity as the Roman allowed
the process to take place to humans and animals alike. Romans, it would seem had little interest
in changing the tradition and some even took interest in it.

Figure 1. Coffin holding an ibis mummy, found in Abydos (Roman period: 30 BCE- CE 395), Oriental Institute of
the University of Chicago .
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Figure 2. “Mummy with an Inserted Panel Portrait of a Youth.” CE 80-100, from Egypt, Fayum, Hwara, BSAE
excavations 1910-1911. Metropolitan Museum of Art.

The rural aspects of Egyptian society continued to be dictated by the Nile and the
agricultural life that developed around the river. The agricultural life was so engrained that it
could be seen in children’s toys (Figure 3).83 According to Boozer, the horse is important
because it is unlikely that anyone within the town of Karanis would be capable of making such a
horse because of the tools required. The lack of ability for the people of Karanis to craft such an
item would suggest that specialists may have produced the items.84 The horse itself also reveals a
close connection between the material culture and the occupational culture of the countryside as
horses would have been a common sight and captured the childhood imagination. Without
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additional context, however, it can be hard to construct a full picture of what these artifacts mean
and indicate. Nevertheless, they are still useful for determining the real culture that existed
within the Roman period.

Figure 3, Toys collected at the site of Karanis. (KM. inv. no. 7692, 7501, 7571, 3323, 7494, 6911, 26412, 3648,
22213, 10019 and 3852a. Kelsey Museum photograph by Sue Webb.)

As populations shifted and grew, connections were established that allowed for these
populations to interact with one another. In Egypt, people continued to rely upon the Nile, people
traveled up and down it and letters were sent to people in neighboring towns and settlements.
The use of the Nile for transportation and irrigation reinforces the long-standing tradition of
settlement along the Nile.85 The different populations in Egypt were all diverse and a complex
multicultural society was created and grown throughout the Hellenistic and Roman periods. One
area where cultures creolized was in marriages between Greeks and Egyptians, which were
increasingly common and often maintained connections to both ethnicities.86 When Greeks came
to Egypt there were far fewer women than men, leading to an entanglement of Egyptian and
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Greek culture.87 This interconnection between Greeks and Egyptians means that the Greeks that
the Romans encountered were not entirely Greek and their cultures had creolized into a new
culture. Into the second century, Egyptian names for women remained prevalent in Hermopolite
and Oxyrhynchite gymnasial families; this continuity is attributed to Greek men taking
indigenous wives resulting in the continued use of Egyptian names for girls and women.88
Geography and demographics were determinative factors for what culture would most clearly be
displayed as urban centers were more Graeco-Roman while the country was Egyptian and
largely remained the same despite the Hellenistic and Roman migrations. This is not to say that
the countryside saw no change during the Roman occupation, but instead that the countryside
saw more gradual change. More gradual changes to the items that they used and the material that
they were made along with the languages that they were exposed to means that change is harder
to quantify.
One aspect of life that did see change all across the province was religion. Religion at
home also continued to be influential in the daily lives of Egyptians. “Religion infused all facets
of life in Roman Egypt. With no segregation between the secular world and the sacred
realm…”89 It is important as a modern audience to understand that religion to many Egyptians
was a reality and that our analysis should reflect that; pharaohs were not only political rulers but
often were connected to religious rituals and beliefs. Furthermore, evidence of creolization
permeates the study of Egyptian religion within this period. While Roman gods were introduced,
many worshipped interesting combinations of gods. Complex religious entanglements meant that

87

Boozer, At Home in Roman Egypt: A Social Archaeology, 23.
Jane Rowlandson, “Dissing the Egyptians: Legal, Ethnic, and Cultural Identities in Roman Egypt”, in Bulletin of
the Institute of Classical Studies. Supplement, 2013, No. 120, Creating Ethnicities & Identities in the Roman world,
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 224
89 Boozer, At Home in Roman Egypt: A Social Archaeology, 157.
88

28
gods could be intertwined with families worshipping regional and national gods from the Greek
and Egyptian religious traditions.90 The representation of deities themselves changed over time
with the introduction of new traditions. For example, Isis, who was associated with agriculture
and maternal fertility changed through the different periods of Egyptian history. By the Roman
period, depictions of Isis were Hellenized (Greek), depicting Isis naked much in the same way as
Aphrodite.91 The changing depictions of deities are indicative of an adapting culture and one that
is far more complex and nuanced than what would first appear. The continuation of Hellenized
iconography into the Roman period and the continued worship of Egyptian gods indicate
continuities in religious beliefs and practices. Egyptian practices continued and evolved over the
years and rather than changing into a strictly Roman religious tradition, the practices changed
and incorporated elements from each religion that Egypt encountered. Egyptian beliefs were
polytheistic, which in and of itself creates a more variable and open religious practice as new
gods can be easily introduced to an existing system. The gods of fertility for instance can be
blended into one god with Isis and Aphrodite occupying the same space within their pantheons.
Additionally, the figure of Isis even spread throughout the Roman empire and involved a cult
within Rome itself along with many other cities within the empire.92 The cult of Isis displays the
strength of Egyptian influence and a fascination on the part of the Romans with Egyptian
tradition.
Conclusion
Roman Egypt is a complex culmination of many historical societies; it is the point of
interaction between traditional Egyptian, Greek, and Roman cultures. Roman Egypt also marks
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an important political moment in Roman history as the wealthiest territory in the Mediterranean
fell into Roman control. Many scholars have analyzed the province of Egypt in the past but more
recent post-colonial scholarship seems to better represent the continuities within Egyptian culture
and society. The urban centers were largely overhauled in their transition from Greek to Roman
and maintained many of the existing elites with the largest changes being buildings, taxes and
laws. The countryside saw slower and more gradual changes than the urban centers as life
continued to be dictated by the Nile. The different classes of citizenship created a deeply
separated society, one that generated harmful stereotypes that were reminiscent of the
stereotypes associated with the Gauls, Britons, and Germans. The different classes enriched the
Romans by allowing for more taxes to be implemented, taking advantage of the indigenous
population. The Roman ideals of civilization may have matched well with the Greek cities and
Greek culture, but it did not accept Egyptians as equals. The ideals of Roman civilization were
used to justify the way that Egyptians were treated, while the true purpose of their policies was
more likely motivated by wealth.
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